
Cultural heritage has the potential to 

build prosperity for communities that 

practice living heritage. The charge for 

this session is to develop 

recommendations so communities 

can keep their character, both tangible 

and intangible, through economic 

development. Local chefs working in 

culinary traditions, Tucson’s  “Creative 

City of Gastronomy” designation, and 

Escuelas Taller—Preservation Trade 

Schools launched in Spain—will be 

discussed. Final recommendations 

may include cultural tourism, 

traditional skills education, business 

training, and any method with a 

proven success record.  
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Tucson’s Qualifications 

 

• The longest agricultural history of any city in 

North America, extending back more than 4,000 

years. 

 

• A 300-year tradition of vineyards, orchards, and 

cattle ranching. 

 

• More foods listed on a worldwide list of regionally 

unique foods are grown within 100 miles than any 

other city in North America. 

 

• Tucson cuisine blends Native American, Northern 

Mexican, Mediterranean, and American Cowboy 

food traditions, among others. 

 

• More than two dozen annual food festivals, fairs, 

and tastings occur year-round. 

 

• The Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival 

attracts more than 100,000 people and features 

foods from more than 40 different ethnic groups. 

 



• Three James Beard Award-winning chefs with 

restaurants here.  

 

• More than 2,500 restaurants and bars, two-

thirds of which are locally owned rather than 

national chains. 

 

• More than 60 restaurants in the walkable 

downtown area, 90% of which are locally owned 

and unique. 

 

• More than 50 new restaurants have opened in 

downtown since 2008. 

 

• 2 times the number of food trucks and street 

food carts per capita than New York City, and is 

tied with Los Angeles for the per-capita number. 

 

• The “Best 23 Square Miles of Mexican Food” 

north of the border. 

 

• Food businesses employ 39,000 people, and 

provide 14% of all jobs in the city. 



• Edible Baja Arizona magazine is the largest of the 

80 Edible magazines nationwide, reaching nearly 

600,000 readers annually with news about the 

thriving local food scene. 

 

• Tucson is a global leader in seed biodiversity 

conservation, with 5 seed banks conserving more 

than 2,000 varieties of desert-adapted seeds 

 

• free desert-adapted seeds are available through 

every branch of the public library system. 

 

• The University of Arizona has five food research 

centers on agriculture, nutrition, biodiversity 

conservation, and cultural foodways, and 

engages the community with many food-education 

programs. 

 

• The city recently revised its regulations for 

urban agriculture to make it easier to grow and 

sell food in the city. 

 

• The Commission on Food Security, Heritage, and 

Economy was created in 2015 to advise the Mayor 

and Council on addressing food issues. 

 

 



• Tucson’s southern Arizona foodshed has 2,350 

farms and ranches covering 2.3 million acres, 

including 122,000 acres of irrigated cropland.  

 

• these producers annually sell $122 million of 

crops and $73 million of livestock and products.  

 

• 43 community gardens, 20 school gardens, and 

thousands of home gardens contribute to a large 

informal food economy.  

 

• +30 restaurants and many bars and school 

cafeterias source some ingredients from local 

farmers, ranchers, gardeners, school gardens, 

and foragers. 

 

• Five botanical gardens focus on ancient and 

historical edible plants of the region. 

 

• +20 non-profits and grassroots alliances 

address food justice and food insecurity issues. 

 

• 32 locations offer food assistance by way of food 

banks, pantries, soup kitchens, and mobile 

outlets. 

 

 



After Designation 

 

Inventories of heritage food ingredients and 

artisanal food products 

 
• More than 145 food products with unique local ingredients 

 
• More than 45 local producers 

 



After Designation 

 

Assessment of affordable access to food 

biodiversity 

• 14 local organizations provide 
access to +2,020 varieties of 130 
food crops species, 140 species of 
wild edible plants, and +200 
varieties of fruit, nut, berry, and 
succulent edibles 
 

• 80 percent of food crop varieties 
and 40 percent of native perennial 
food species are available for free 
or at discount to food-insecure 
refugees, Native Americans, and 
low-income community members 

 



After Designation 

 

Exhibit at Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival 

• 6,000 visitors over three days 
 



After Designation 

 

Participation in panels  

• TenWest 
• Arizona Tourism Conference 
• Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival 
• Hacienda del Sol Heritage Foods Festival 
• Earth Day Celebration at Biosphere 2 



After Designation 

 

Sponsorships of events 

• Food Justice, Faith & Climate Forum 
• Food & Water in Arid lands Conference 
• Workshop “Adopting a Language and Culture of 

Innovation as a UNESCO Creative City” 
• Agave Heritage Festival 
• Hacienda del Sol Heritage Foods Festival 
• Edible Urban Forests Conference  



After Designation 

 

Participation in international events 

• “Tucson Feeds Paris” at UNESCO headquarters 
• Tucson chefs sent to Parma, Italy; Denia, Spain; Belem, Brazil 
• UCCN annual meetings in Sweden, France, Poland 
• Cities of Gastronomy meetings in Italy; Spain; Brazil 



After Designation 

 

Endorsements of tours, classes, and events 

• International Refugee Network Luncheon series 
“United Plates of America” 

• Food & Farm Finance Forum 
• Agave Heritage Festival 
• Marana Gastronomy Tours 
• El Presidio Gastronomy Tour 
• Chef’s Table Dinner 

 

 



After Designation 

 

Articles in Edible Baja Arizona Magazine 

 

 

 



After Designation 

 

Annual reports on “State of Tucson’s Food 

System” 

 

 

 



After Designation 

 

Special fund created for chef exchanges 

with other Cities of Gastronomy 

 

 

 



After Designation 

 

Hired part-time staff and created UA 

student internships 

 

 



Economic Impacts of Designation 

 

Increases in travel media value and tourism tax revenues 

 

• UNESCO designation has had a significant positive impact on Tucson’s travel media coverage 
that did not have to be purchased.   
 

• Prior to designation, this unpaid media value averaged $5.5 million annually. In 2016 it 
increased to $15.5 million, and currently exceeds $30 million total since the designation. 

   
• This significant jump in travel media coverage has helped stimulate the tourism economic 

sector to grow faster than the overall economy.  
 

• Hotel revenue per available rooms up 13.5% in 2017 over year prior.  



Economic Impacts of Designation 

 

Job and business growth in the food economy 

 

Data Reflecting Economic Impacts of Designation on Media, 

Revenues, and Local Food Economy During First Year 

 

Measure (Calendar 2016 or FY2016)    Difference 

 

Travel Media Coverage, Unpaid = $15.5M (avg. $5.5M)  + 280% 

City of Tucson Tax Revenues (FY2016)   +     4% 

City of Tucson Tax Revenues from Food Businesses (FY2016) +     5% 

City of Tucson Transient Occupancy Tax Revenues (FY2016) +     6% 

Metro Tucson Lodging Room-Nights - March 2017 v. March 2016 +   16%  

Pima County Overall Job Growth Rate   +  0.5% 

Pima County Food Preparation and Serving Related Jobs +     4% 

Number of Restaurants     +     6% 

Number of Food Trucks and Carts    +   12% 

Permits for Farmers Market/Special Event Vendors  +     5% 

Number of Caterers     +   24% 

Number of Food Manufacturers    +   14% 

Number of Bottlers     + 150% 

Number of Local Artisanal Food Products   +   25% 

Number of Craft Brewers      +   42% 

Number of Distillers     + 100% 

Number of Food Distributors    +   12% 

 

 



Economic Impacts of Designation 

 

New initiatives assisting low-income food entrepreneurs 

 

• Food business entrepreneurs with little or no capital are finding new sources for 
startup loans, including conventional loans from the Community Investment 
Corporation, and microloans from the Southern Arizona Community Food Bank.  
 

• The YWCA of Southern Arizona has launched the Kitchen Business Incubator 
Program with a new community kitchen in South Tucson providing cooking 
space, business training, and mentoring for minority and low-income women 
seeking to start restaurants.  
 

• A grant to the City of Tucson, Community Foundation of Southern Arizona, and 
Community Food Bank funded a food system assessment to identify barriers, 
needs, and investment opportunities for strengthening the food-based 
economy and addressing food and economic security of the low-income, mostly 
Latino community along South 12th Avenue. 
 
 

 

 

 

 



Economic Impacts of Designation 

 

New or expanded food festivals  

 

 New in 2016: 
• The Tucson 23 Mexican Food Festival 
• Grapes to Glass wine festival 
• VegFest Tucson  

 

 Expanded in 2016:  
• Tucson Craft Beer Crawl  
• Agave Heritage Week 

 

 New in 2017: 
• Arizona Wine Founders Festival at the Farm 
• Hacienda del Sol Heritage Foods Festival 
• 12th Avenue Music & Food Festival 
• Main Gate Square Culinary Challenge 

 

 Expanded in 2017:  
• SAVOR Food and Wine Festival 
• Agave Heritage Festival 
• Iron Chef Tucson Culinary Experience 

 



Management of Designation 

 

 

• The non-profit ‘Tucson City of Gastronomy’ with a board 

representing key stakeholders was formed to manage the 

requirements and activities related to the designation.  

 

• The Commission on Food Security, Heritage and Economy 

serves an advisory role to the board. 

 

• ‘Tucson City of Gastronomy’ and a logo are trademarked. 

 

• A Three-Year Strategic Plan and Budget for the non-profit 

have been developed. 

 

• A report documenting the activities and economic impacts 

during the first 16 months was prepared. 

 



Priorities in 2018 

 

• Partnership with Visit Tucson to develop culinary tourism itineraries and smart phone 
applications, a strategic plan for annual food events, and a new annual food festival. 

 
• Annual awards recognizing innovative/transformative food-related business startups, 

projects, organizations, and individuals. 
 

• Continued collaboration with UA Center for Regional Food Studies on annual report 
on activities related to the designation, and tracking changes in the local food system.  
 

• Criteria for certifying “Tucson City of Gastronomy Restaurants” to promote locally 
owned restaurants and connect them to the local food system in positive ways.,  
 

• Develop a training program to create a diverse pool of chefs prepared to represent 
Tucson as a UNESCO City of Gastronomy.  
 

• Compilation of a recipe book of traditional breads of 100 Creative Cities.  
 

• Mapping community food assets for an interactive website. 
 

• Sponsoring an assessment of current community outreach programs teaching 
“healthy eating;” will include recommendations on filling gaps and increasing impacts.  
 
 



Learn More: 

 

tucson.cityofgastronomy.org 
 

Questions? 

 

jonathanbmabry@email.arizona.edu 
 

 

tucson.cityofgastronomy.org
tucson.cityofgastronomy.org

